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In Rome 


Flashes of chrome stab through a sullen yellow glow as dark 
clouds mass behind a pair of boys skidding their BMX bikes to pin 
another boy to a chain-link fence. "Bad machine!" compliments the 
larger intruder, his face and hands Oriental in that light, though 
he's a freckled redhead. 

"Word!" adds the smaller one to underline his companion's 
Opinion of the bike leaning against the fence. Traffic rumbles on 
the highway below, and the invaded boy feels the fence shaking behind 
him as he engages in the compulsory sneaker check--identical brands 
and models, dirty hightops with laces untied. 

"You just move into dead Harry's?" Vapor curls from the larger 
one's mouth. 

"I guess." 

"He guesses," spits the small one into ash-gold weeds. "So why 


don't you know?" The two inquisitors straddle their bikes, the 
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smaller one leaning far to one side. 

"Anytime, buck each, no shit!" The big one points to the Large 
Silvery bottlecaps laced through both wheels of this new boy's bike. 
A local brewery had attempted to promote a sort of carafe with a flat 
cap but couldn't get the seal to hold. 

"No big deal. My father give ‘em to--" 

"Where you come from?" the big boy interrupts. 

"Parkside. " 

"Stupid neighborhood. Why move here? From Parkside to River 
Edge. Just as stupid." 

"Word! "--again this all-purpose intensifier from the small one 
who shifts from side to side, his bike frame too tall for him. 

"My parents. My father mostly. He likes to...move." 

"Move? Yuppies and faggots move up to The Heights in Parkside. 
The faggots fix up all the old houses. You move in there and you get 
fuckin AIDS!" gushes this small one. A few drops of rain whip at 
them and Burger King napkins flap around, get sucked into the fence. 
"We lived there with my real father before all the fags. He was 
Italian or something. What a slum! We Lived there with my real 
father." 

"Shrimp always tells everybody too much." 

"Fuck you!" Shrimp's vehemence--so uncool--puzzles the new boy 


but the other one laughs, and then abruptly mumbles "You ride 
2 


with us?" 

"I don't know." 

"Come awnnnnnn!" this bigger one coaxes, his red hair raised up 
like a fan in the dark wind, the stretching intonation meaning just 
for now, it's no big deal, nothing to lose. "We're gonna go back of 
Shop Rite. It's bad! There's a blueberry pie, I know." 

"Word! You should know," adds Shrimp, suddenly delighted. 

He has leveled his bike, toes barely touching the pavement. 

"He means I smashed it in yesterday with my mother so they'd 
throw it out today. She goes: Will you hurry up? Why are you 
lingering? Rah-AN-dolph! She's hollering at me and I'm shoving in 
that fuckin pie box good!" 

"LING-er-ing!" the redhead and Shrimp squeal it together and then 
repeat it several times, both nearly tipping over in their mirth, but 
the new boy doesn't join in. 

Instead, "Randolph?" he smirks, stepping towards them, a quick 
shaft of weak sunlight brushing the spokes of the bikes and 
highlighting the bottlecaps on his own wheels. 

"Rocks! call me." 

"I'm Badger," he invents, having an uncle who helped train some 
of the Wisconsin football team in his health club. 

"My new mother don't allow no nicknames!" Shrimp winces 


as if awaiting her punishment. Their faces darken abruptly when the 
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luminous rim around a thunderhead narrows. 

"He's Shrimp with us, but near his house, Victor-Emmanuel--that's 
some emperor in whatchacallit, Pizza-Pigout-Land or someplace." 

The new boy chuckles and Shrimp reddens instantly, dropping his bike, 
his fists soon grazing them: "I'll get you both for that!" The older 
boys take the punishment in good humor. Below, a Lull in traffic 
with just the occasional wheeze of airbrakes. 

"Was that lady crying your mother?" 

Shrimp couldn't wait for a reply to his big friend's question. 
"You'll get divorced, Badger, we got divorced!" he sped. 

"She always cries. We don't take it serious," shrugs Badger. 

"Hey, mom's cry. They all do," affirms Shrimp. "I've had a 
bunch. " 

"Word!" Rocks agrees. "Mine yells a lot more, but she cries 
too." 

"The same broken tiles like our last house? That's why I left 
them. They were just talking and talking and talking about them, 
these fuckin tiles. They wouldn't stop," he shrugs again. "It's 
crazy! Mom sitting in the tub ripping tiles left and right and it 
stinks even worse than here and..." Badger halts. He is saying too 
much. 

Rocks nods. "Yeah they get off on little shit like that and 


then they go on fuckin- forever!" 


"Word! Yeah, parents. They never know when to fuckin stop 
talking," Shrimp underscores, racing on to ask, "Was that asshole 
your father, one trying to fix garage door? He goes: ‘one more 
minute and then I rip the fuckin thing off its...’ whatchacallits?" 
Shrimp is almost dancing, gray spit flying from his mouth. 

"Hinges," Rocks injects. 

"Word!" Shrimp becomes hysterically emboldened, his real voice 
leaping a wet octave before diving precipitously into imitation. 

"I thought I'd shit! He goes: ‘Had it fuckin right fuckin minute 
ago!’" But his basso version of Badger's angry father cracks 
towards the breathless, squeaky last, and the three comprise a kind 
of electric field within the heavy air, Badger inching towards 
Shrimp, Rocks dismounting. 

"What shakes with this ‘asshole’ bullshit?" Badger hisses at 
both of them, secure because no one can call your father that until 
you do first, a rule everywhere. 

Shrimp drains of color and Rocks steps aside. The Light becomes 
a dirty yellow flicker. 

Rocks blurts "He don't mean it in a bad way. We all call our 
fathers ass--" The wind over the dead grass and through the link 
fence is a whispered music; the air smells even more of burnt rubber. 
Down on the road, diesels shoulder for position. 


Shrimp backs away, and then scrambles onto his bike. "Yeah! 
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Honest! Word! I got two fathers and they're both...assholes! Word! 
No shit!" Badger yanks him off the bike which jumps forward and 
clatters to the pavement, its front wheel revolving slowly through 
the moments when Shrimp's head is forced down into Badger's crotch. 

"Stop you fuckin faggot!"--Shrimp's muffled scream. 

Badger releases him. "What you so nervous for? Next time I'LL 
let you kiss it!" 

"I don't go for no shit like that!" 

"Not yet, huh?" Badger sneers. Rocks steps gingerly between, 
scarlet like them. 

"Shit Badger! We never get that fuckin mad! They must all be 
crazy in Parkside." 

Each gazes at his own sneaks in the amplified highway noise, not 
Knowing how to part. When the two larger boys finally look up, they 
see the tears in Shrimp's eyes, his lower lip vibrating as the sun 
crashes through as if to scatter the clouds finally. 

"Some..." Shrimp begins muttering, "Some people take a bath once 
in a while!" 

"He will when he gets his old lady out of the tub!" Rocks yells. 
Badger, his heart beating furiously, joins the laughter. 

In the brilliance, though, Rocks' greenish teeth unsettle him 
further. Behind the dumpster at Shop Rite, they have eaten the 


squashed 


blueberry pie and flaunt their blue hands before performing sticky 
high-fives. 

"What'll we call ourselves?" pops Shrimp. 

"THREE FROM HELL!" Badger shrieks, hopping onto his bike, 
leading them past the loading docks to careen down the sunny driveway 
and onto the dappled street in ecstatic giggles. 

Buster Ianucci is shocked into flattening the trajectory of a 
blackened cabbage. It thumps the side of the dumpster. "You hear 
all that noise? There are WOMEN out there!" he informs Lucy Devaney, 
meat department apprentice. "They want my rotten cucumber!" Swathed 
in rubber rain gear several sizes too large, she is hosing down the 
platform. Deep inside of all that flourescent orange, her violet 
eyes hunger as she directs the stream into Buster, forcing him back 


into the store. 


